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Abstract 



This report summarizes the results of the school 
year (SY) 2008-2009 review of applications 
approved for free or reduced-price benefits 
under the National School Lunch Program and 
School Breakfast Program. 

Local Educational Agencies (LEAs) selected 
nearly 279,000 applications for verification 
review from among 8.6 million applications 
approved for free or reduced-price school meals 
at the start of SY 2008-2009. LEAs confirmed 
the free or reduced-price status of 46 percent of 
applications selected for review. Nearly 22 
percent of applicants selected were found to 
have been incorrectly certified. A small number 
of those applicants (10 percent) were 
undercertified (initially certified for reduced- 
price meals but found eligible for free meals); 
the rest (90 percent) were overcertified. The 
free or reduced-price status of the remaining 32 
percent of applications selected for review was 
terminated for household failure to respond to 
LEA requests for documentation. 

Over the past 5 years, LEAs have increasingly 
focused their verification efforts on error-prone 
applications. This is the result of program 
changes mandated by the Child Nutrition and 
WIC Reauthorization Act of 2004 (P.L. 1 OS- 
265), and increased use of direct certification by 
LEAs and State education agencies. A relatively 
high certification error rate among applications 
selected for review reflects this focus. It also 
signifies the value of the verification process in 
USDA efforts to improve program integrity. 



Background 



The National School Lunch Program (NSLP) is 
a federally assisted meal program operating in 
more than 101,000 public and private schools 
and residential child care institutions (RCCIs). 
Of the approximately 53 million school-age 
children in the U.S. in 2009, 50 million attended 



schools that participate in the NSLP. 1 About 87 
percent of NSLP schools also participate in the 
School Breakfast Program. Average daily 
participation in the lunch program exceeded 31 
million in SY 2008-2009; in the breakfast 
program, average daily participation reached 1 1 
million. More than 5 billion nutritionally 
balanced low cost or free lunches, and nearly 1.9 
billion breakfasts, were served by participating 
schools in SY 2008-2009. More than 67 percent 
of those meals are served to low-income 
children who are certified for free or reduced- 
price benefits. 

School districts participating in the NSLP 
receive cash subsidies and donated USDA Foods 
from the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) Food and Nutrition Service for every 
reimbursable meal served. Higher cash 
subsidies are granted for meals provided to low- 
income students certified for free or reduced- 
price benefits. 

Most children are certified for free or reduced- 
price meals by application. Applicants provide 
self-declared information about household size, 
income, and participation in certain means- 
tested public assistance programs. Children 
from households with incomes at or below 130 
percent of the federal poverty level are eligible 
for free school meals. Children from households 
with incomes no greater than 185 percent of the 
poverty level are eligible for reduced-price 
meals. 2 Children from households participating 
in the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP - formerly the Food Stamp 
Program), Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF), or the Food Distribution 



'The number of school age children is from the U.S. Census 
Bureau, and includes those between the ages of 5 and 17 inclusive. 
Enrollment in NSLP schools is FNS administrative data and is an 
October 2009 count. 

2 See Appendix II for a table of SY 2008-2009 income eligibility 
thresholds. 
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Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR) are 
categorically eligible for free meals. 

Other students are directly certified for free 
meals. With direct certification, school districts 
and State educational agencies use information 
from State SNAP, TANF, or FDPIR databases 
to identify students in households that 
participate in one of those programs. State or 
local educational agencies then take steps to 
certify those students without the need for paper 
applications. Because SNAP, TANF, and 
FDPIR require up-front documentation of 
income, and because NSLP direct certification is 
based on these means-tested programs, the 
eligibility status of directly certified children is 
not subject to verification. Direct certification 
with SNAP is mandatory for all LEAs effective 
with the 2008-2009 school year. 3 



Overview of Verification 



NSLP applications include self-declaration of 
income or program participation, i.e., no 
documentation of household income or 
participation in a means-tested public assistance 
program is required of households at the time 
applications are submitted and applicants are 
certified for school meal benefits. However, all 
approved applicants are potential candidates for 
follow-up verification review. Each year, LEAs 
are required to verify the eligibility of a 
legislatively defined sample of applicants 
approved for free or reduced-price benefits. The 
size of the verification sample is based on the 
number of approved applications on file as of 
October 1. 

Prior to contacting any household for 
verification information, LEAs conduct a 
“confirmation review” to check whether the 
original eligibility determination, based on 
information provided on the application, was 
correct. Applicants selected for verification 
must submit documentation of the source, 



3 LEAs are permitted, but are not required, to use TANF and 
FDPIR data in their direct certification systems. For more detail 
see U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food and Nutrition Service, 
Direct Certification in the National School Lunch Program: State 
Implementation Progress School Year 2009-2010 Report to 
Congress (USD A 2010). 



frequency and amount of their current income, 
or proof of household receipt of SNAP, TANF, 
or FDPIR benefits. LEAs are required to make 
at least one follow-up attempt to contact every 
household that does not respond to an initial 
verification request. 

The verification process must be completed by 
November 15. LEAs submit the results of their 
verification activities by March 1 to their State 
education agencies on Form FNS-742 (see 
appendix III), the School Food Authority 
Verification Summary Report. State agencies 
submit electronic files with information from 
these LEA reports to the Food and Nutrition 
Service (FNS) by April 15. 



Overview of Verification Sampling 



NSLP rules provide for 3 verification sampling 
methods: 1 standard method and 2 alternate 
methods. LEAs must use the standard method 
unless they qualify to use one of the alternate 
methods. 

Standard Sampling Method 

The standard sampling method requires the 
selection of 3 percent or 3,000 approved 
applications, whichever is smaller. LEAs must 
select first from the pool of error-prone 
applications. Error-prone applications are those 
approved on the basis of reported household 
income levels that are within $100 of the 
program’s monthly eligibility thresholds, or 
within $1,200 of the annual income thresholds. 
If there are too few error-prone applications, 
other applications are randomly selected to 
complete the sample. 

Two Alternate Sampling Methods 

LEAs with low or improved verification 
nonresponse rates may use one of 2 alternate 
sampling methods. 4 Any LEA with a 
verification nonresponse rate under 20 percent 
for the previous school year may use one of the 



4 Nonresponse refers to the failure of an applicant selected for 
verification to provide income and household size documentation, 
or a case number from a qualifying means-tested public assistance 
program, to support information on his or her original application. 







